This department highlights projects that are using technology to rapidly detect and counter bioterrorism threats and prevent the spread of infectious diseases. This month\'s column focuses on severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS).

Infrared sensor to detect SARS {#cesec10}
==============================

The Shanghai Institute of Technology and Physics recently invented an infrared sensor that can determine a person\'s body temperature without physical contact. The sensor "will find wide and easy applications in public places, such as railway stations, airports, and harbours, to curb the spread of SARS", reports the newsletter of China\'s Ministry of Science and Technology. The sensor should also be able to prevent cross-infection while checking a patient\'s. For more information see <http://www.most.gov.cn/English/newletter/q330.htm>

SARS genomics and drug discovery {#cesec20}
================================

The Beijing Genomics Institute (BGI) and the Shanghai Institute of Materia Medica (SIMM) are using computer technology to home in on SARS treatments. BGI is sequencing the genomes of various strains of SARS, and SIMM researchers are pursuing vaccine and treatment targets by identifying proteins that may be involved in the infection; doing "virtual" screenings to discover compounds that may be active against the proteins; and synthesising and screening candidate drugs. For more information see <http://www.sgi.com/newsroom/press_releases/2003/may/sars.html>, <http://www.hdbiosciences.com/05sars.htm>, and <http://www.simm.ac.cn/en/fywsjs.htm>

SARS case distribution {#cesec30}
======================

Two groups recently developed web applications that show SARS case distributions and related information for China and the rest of the world. The Chinese Academy of Sciences\' Institute of Remote Sensing Applications launched a website with scaleable maps, key news stories, web links, and a forum (in Chinese). Separately, the Hong Kong branch of the international software developer ESRI created SARS GIS (geographic information system), a mapping system that includes the capability of searching by various parameters-- for example, affected and cleared buildings within Hong Kong ([figure](#fig1){ref-type="fig"} ). For more information see <http://www.sarsmap.cn/english/index.htm> and <http://www.esrichinahk.com/SARS/Eng/sars_eng_main.htm> Figure

Grid computing to combat SARS {#cesec40}
=============================

Hospitals in Taiwan are using access grid computing technology developed by the Futures Laboratory at Argonne National Laboratory (Argonne, IL, USA) to share and securely store X-ray images and medical information about patients, according to an item in the May 26 iHealthbeat (<http://www.ihealthbeat.org>). The grid allows health-care professionals to remotely view files and collaborate on diagnoses and clinical decisions. It connects the hospitals with each other, and also with WHO and the US Centers for Disease Control. For more information see <http://www.accessgrid.org>

Modelling SARS\' spread {#cesec50}
=======================

Singapore\'s DSO National Laboratories has developed a program that models the spread of SARS using software similar to computer security programs that track computer viruses across networks, reports *Straits Times*. Researchers input population variables such as age, health status, and frequency of contact with others into a web-based flow chart that shows how each person interacts with other people. The variables can be modified to demonstrate how changes might affect the spread of SARS. For more information see <http://straitstimes.asia1.com.sg/singapore/story/0,4386,191670,00.html> and <http://www.dso.org.sg>

Weapons against SARS {#cesec60}
====================

Biotech and health-care companies showcased their products to combat SARS at a recent exhibition in Beijing\'s Zhongguancun technology park, reports Singapore\'s *Straits Times*. One product, a sachet, could be used to discourage spitting in the streets; people spit instead into the sachet, which disinfects the phlegm and can be disposed of later. Other offerings include disinfectant spray guns, air purifiers, and closed-circuit TV systems to monitor people under quarantine. For more information see <http://straitstimes.asia1.com.sg/asia/story/0,4386,191632,00.html> and <http://www.zhongguancun.com.cn/en/default.asp.htm>
